The lived experiences of five secondary humanities teachers teaching students with diverse learning needs by Van Winkle, Lynnette (author) et al.
 
 
THE LIVED EXPERIENCES OF FIVE SECONDARY  
HUMANITIES TEACHERS TEACHING STUDENTS WITH 
 DIVERSE LEARNING NEEDS 
 
by 
Lynnette Van Winkle 
Bachelor of Arts, University of British Columbia 1997 
Bachelor of Education, University of British Columbia 1998 
 
MAJOR PAPER SUBMITTED IN PARTIAL 
FULFILLMENT OF 
THE REQUIREMENTS FOR THE DEGREE OF 
 
MASTER OF EDUCATION  
(EDUCATIONAL LEADERSHIP AND MENTORSHIP) 
 
In the 
Teacher Education Department 
 
© Lynnette Van Winkle 2021 
 




All rights reserved. This work may not be 
reproduced in whole or in part, by photocopy 





Name: Lynnette Van Winkle   
Degree: Master of Education (Educational Leadership and Mentorship) 
Title:  
Examining Committee: 
Name: Dr. Awneet Sivia 
MEd Chair or Designate, Teacher Education Department 
 ____________________________________________________________ 
 
 Name: Dr. Sheryl MacMath 
Senior Supervisor 
Professor, Teacher Education Department 
 ____________________________________________________________ 
 
Name: Dr. Luigi DeMarzo 
Second Reader 
Sessional Instructor, Teacher Education Department 
 ____________________________________________________________ 







What are the best learning conditions for diverse learners? This research study endeavoured to 
explore the lived experiences of secondary humanities teachers in Lower Mainland, British 
Columbia, when working with students with diverse learning needs. Five participants engaged in 
personal online video interviews for this phenomenological study. To honour participant voice, 
in vivo coding was used. The interviews led to four themes connected to working with students 
with diverse learning needs: reflective practice, making instructional strategies work, barriers, 
and student actions. Several distinct codes fell under each theme. These four themes illustrate 
pivotal aspects of inclusive secondary humanities classrooms. Recommendations and 
suggestions for future research are discussed. Environments with highly reflective staff, flexible 
and diverse instructional strategies, reduced barriers, and high student engagement, supported the 
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Since May 1999 I had taught at the same secondary school in an expanding urban-rural 
community. The school was comprised of approximately 1350 students and I served as a 
Learning Assistance Teacher (LAT). Subsequent roles within this position included that of case 
manager, program planner, mentor-coach, trainer for new department members, and School 
Based Team (SBT) member. During my career I sat several terms as the SBT chairperson and 
Student Services Department Head. Within this context I had the opportunity to work closely 
with students, families, and many of my colleagues. Working with and advocating for students in 
need of supports gave me a unique vantage point to observe how improvements and changes to 
the structural aspects of a school impacted students’ ability to achieve success. Witnessing these 
impacts led me to want to play a larger role in their implementation, with a focus on student 
support. 
Unlike other secondary teachers, I worked with the same students throughout their entire 
grade nine to twelve career. Becoming familiar with who the students were, and their hopes, 
fears, challenges, goals, dreams, paths, and plans allowed an unparalleled viewpoint to watch 
from as students grew over their four years. Student growth and success fueled my passion to 
learn more and work harder to discover more options and possibilities to serve and support 
learners. Teaching in the same school and department for the entirety of my career provided the 
benefits of familiarity, stability, and comfort. However, it also lent itself to times of monotony, 
stagnation, and lack of growth. 
This was where I found myself during my 16th year in the field, becoming tired and 
disillusioned. Funding resources were tight and the school was experiencing another start up with 




been assigned to the student services department for the year. These colleagues made no shortage 
of comments about the disappointment they felt at their placements. It was a disheartening time 
for me. That October, a group of vibrant teacher candidates from the University of the Fraser 
Valley took turns in their short practicums volunteering in my classes. What a relief it was to be 
working with eager and interested colleagues! Teaching these adult students about the student 
services field and sharing my story of how I got there was exactly the restorative measure I 
needed to work through that hard stage. One student asked to complete a large portion of their 
long practicum in this field. This situation gave me the rejuvenated hope that the teaching area 
had a strong future and reminded me that I was not alone. What emerged for me out of this 
experience was not just the future of the program, but also my future as a mentor. I joined the 
district mentoring committee and became a mentor myself, reframing my professional self-
image. 
Becoming a mentor to new-to-career teachers opened a new avenue for me to examine 
teaching and teachers’ perspectives. With my specialist teaching role, I was poised to provide 
mentees with insight into working with both support staff and students with diverse learning 
needs. Through dialogue and collaboration, I came to understand more of the concerns that 
teachers were experiencing when teaching students with diverse learning needs for the first time. 
Working as a support teacher, I frequently saw what worked for individual students and 
participated in the situation from the position of student advocate. Often, my role was to offer 
strategies, support, and come alongside the teacher, but very infrequently were student services’ 
teachers scheduled to be available in the classrooms of colleagues. As enrolling staff, the 




classroom teachers. This structure had left me separated from the typical classroom experience, 
and curious about the everyday reality of the teachers. 
Mentoring teachers outside of my building afforded a fresh context for my growth and 
development as an educator. I began to wonder how other teachers were viewing their 
experiences of working with students with diverse learning needs in their classrooms. Their 
experiences, tips, tricks, and learning along the way enhanced the information, suggestions, and 
advice I gave to new teachers and mentees. Armed with these wonderings, I set out to learn more 
about the stories of my teacher colleagues. 
This research provided evidence related to the following question, “What are the lived 
experiences of secondary humanities teachers at Lower Mainland British Columbia secondary 
schools when working with students with diverse learning needs?” Based on my belief of the 
importance of story, I chose to investigate the unique and personal stories of my colleagues. I 
formulated this question with recognition of the First Peoples principle of learning that, 
“Learning is embedded in memory, history, and story” (First Nations Education Steering 
Committee [FNESC], 2021). Since my teaching experience had been at the secondary school 
level, I interviewed secondary teachers in the humanities area. I chose this area as it included 
English, the one content area required through all grade levels in the British Columbia 
curriculum (British Columbia Ministry of Education, 2018). My objectives for this research were 
to: (a) discover what factors impacted secondary humanities teachers when working with 
students with diverse learning needs, (b) determine what strategies led to success in the 
classroom for these learners, and (c) discover if there were barriers which impeded diverse 
learner success. To further understand the experiences of secondary humanities teachers, 




view and addressed my curiosity about the everyday reality experienced by secondary 
humanities teachers. 
Through these interviews, an awareness of the experiences of teachers when teaching 
students with diverse learning needs was gained. This allowed for a clearer understanding of the 
factors that these secondary humanities teachers in Lower Mainland schools saw as impacting 
the achievement for such learners. Going into the interviews, the primary questions I was curious 
about included: What was the impact of these factors? Which factors were thought of as having a 
positive impact on the success of students with diverse learning needs? Which factors negatively 
impacted success in the experiences of these teachers? As teachers reflected on their experiences, 
what recommendations might they have for working with students with diverse needs? Are there 
specific strategies or learning opportunities that they would recommend to teachers working with 
students with diverse learning needs for the first time? I hoped that what was learned from this 
research would benefit participants, the school community, and the research community. 
The educational importance of this research to the individual participants included 
providing space for their voices to be heard, identifying future areas in which to pursue 
collaboration with colleagues, influencing future supports within the school, and opportunities 
for self-reflection. The educational benefits for the school system began with providing insight 
into the factors that impacted teachers’ lived experiences when working with students with 
diverse learning needs in humanities classrooms at the secondary school level. From this 
research, the school system might identify potential areas for staff development, future school 
growth plans, professional development topics, and revised or additional structures for student 
support at the secondary level. The value in this research for the research community was in its 




the profession, providing views on factors that influence the success of students with diverse 
learning needs, and providing possible areas for future research. 
Prior to interviewing my participants, I started with a review of research literature related 
to terminology and factors impacting the inclusivity of classrooms. The specific factors I 
reviewed included professional development, efficacy, barriers to inclusion, and supports for 
inclusion. I overview this research in the section below. I then describe the methodology and 
method used in my study, followed by a sharing of my results. I end by discussing the 
implications and limitations of the study and conclude with suggestions for practical applications 
and further research.  
Literature Review 
Inclusive classrooms are rich with diversity. Classroom teachers are impacted daily, both 
positively and negatively, by a variety of factors. Student success invariably is also impacted 
daily, directly or indirectly, by these variables. Ideally, teachers and students work 
collaboratively to navigate the education environment. What factors play a role in the navigation 
of an inclusive environment? Which factors are barriers and which are supports? This literature 
review discusses certain terms associated with educating learners with diverse learning needs and 
investigates the following factors concerning inclusive education: professional development, 
efficacy, barriers, and instructional supports. These factors are reported as having an impact on 
both teachers and the achievement of students with diverse learning needs in the classroom 







The literature available uses various terms to identify students whose learning needs will 
require additional approaches and resources. These multiple terms are influenced by the country 
of origin and the policy terminology in place at the time of publication (Woodcock & Faith, 
2021). The term most often found throughout this survey of research is the term learning 
disabilities (LD) to describe students with varying needs in the classroom (Bulgren et al., 2013; 
Calder Stegemann, 2016; Chu, et al., 2020; Curtis & Green, 2021; D’Intino, 2017; Kirk & 
Bateman, 1962; Lauterbach, et al., 2020; Messinger-Willman & Marino, 2010; Shifrer, 2013; 
Tabassam & Grainger, 2002; Whitley, 2010; Woodcock & Faith, 2021). Kirk and Bateman 
(1962) were the first researchers to coin the term LD. Each of the aforementioned papers provide 
a slight variation on the definition, which is determined by the educational policies, date written, 
and circumstances of the location where the research was conducted. Due to the location of this 
research collection, the Learning Disability Association of Canada (LDAC) definition is chosen 
as the lens within which to view the research.  LDAC’s official definition was adopted in 
January 2002 and re-endorsed in March 2015 when they also released the following working 
definition: 
Learning Disabilities (LD) are specific neurological disorders that affect the way a person 
stores, understands, retrieves, and/or communicates information. People with learning 
disabilities are intelligent and have abilities to learn despite difficulties in processing 
information and a pattern of uneven abilities. LDs are invisible and lifelong. LDs can 
occur with other disorders (ADHD, etc) and may run in families. LDs are NOT the same 
as intellectual disability, autism, deafness, blindness, behavioural disorders, or laziness. 




differences. Living with a learning disability can have an ongoing impact on friendships, 
school, work, self-esteem, and daily life. People with LDs can succeed when solid coping 
skills and strategies are developed. (A Working Description of Learning Disabilities 
section, para. 1, 2021).  
LDAC identifies four appropriate areas for intervention: “specific skill instruction; 
accommodations; compensatory strategies; and self-advocacy skills” (Official Definition of 
Learning Disabilities section, para. 8, 2021). The current study was conducted in the province of 
British Columbia. The British Columbia Ministry of Education endorsed this LDAC definition in 
its 2016 publication entitled, Special Education Services A Manual of Policies, Procedures, and 
Guidelines (p. 47).  
Diverse Learner 
Although the reviewed literature more frequently uses the term learning disability, this 
paper uses the term diverse learner. This term identifies students whose needs or learning 
circumstances may vary from most of the students in a given educational setting (Messinger-
Willman & Marino, 2010; UNESCO, 1994). Due to the limiting scope of needs in the learning 
disability definition, this paper uses diverse learners as the broader construct to allow for other 
variables to be considered as student needs or as having an impact on student achievement. 
These variables may include, but are not limited to, cultural and language differences, sexual 
orientation, religious beliefs, socio-economic status, age, physical disability, cognitive disability, 
gender, behaviour, physical health, and mental health. 
Inclusion 
Countries and education agencies have created various legislations to include people with 




in 1982 with section 15 of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms: “every individual is 
equal before and under the law and has the right to equal protection and equal benefit of the law 
without discrimination, and in particular, without discrimination based on race, national or ethnic 
origin, colour, religion, sex, age, or mental or physical disability” (p. 50). In 1994, the United 
Nations Education, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) and the Ministry of 
Education and Science Spain co-hosted the World Conference on Special Needs Education: 
Equity and Access in Salamanca, Spain. The Salamanca Statement on Principals, Policy, and 
Practice in Special Needs Education and a Framework for Action was adopted by the attending 
92 countries and 25 international organizations. This seminal statement defined educational 
inclusion as “institutions which include everybody, celebrate difference, support learning, and 
respond to individual needs” (p. 2). After this convention, the attending countries and 
educational entities worked to develop policies for inclusion in education. In Canada, education 
is under the jurisdiction of provincial governments. The Government of British Columbia’s 
Ministry of Education’s most recent revision to its Special Education policy for inclusion is 
dated July 1, 2006, and states on its website that inclusion is, “the principle that all students are 
entitled to equitable access to learning, achievement and the pursuit of excellence in all aspects 
of their educational programs” (Policy in Full section, para. 1). In this study, as it occurred in 
British Columbia, all participants are subject to the expectations of this policy of inclusion.   
Factors Impacting the Inclusivity of Classrooms 
Professional Development 
Professional development is reported as an area of great importance for teachers to foster 
inclusive classrooms (Bulgren et al., 2013; Calder Stegemann, 2016; Chu et al., 2020; Curtis & 




Roose et al., 2019; Sharp et al., 2020; Villa, et al., 2005; Watson & Boman, 2005; Whitely, 2010; 
Woodcock & Faith, 2021; Woodcock & Hardy, 2017). Teachers of students with diverse 
learning needs often feel underprepared for these students’ needs (Lauterbach et al., 2020; 
Messinger-Willman & Marino, 2010; Robinson, 2018). Researchers propose that preparedness 
might be better achieved if the education around inclusion occurs in pre-service training, as well 
as being an ongoing initiative throughout the professionals' careers (Calder Stegemann, 2016; 
Chu et al., 2020; Watson & Boman, 2005; Woodcock & Faith, 2021). Another point of interest 
in the research was that elementary school staff appear to experience more opportunities for 
inclusion-focused professional development than staff at the secondary level (Robinson, 2018; 
Villa, et al., 2005; Woodcock & Hardy, 2017). Curtis and Green (2021) suggest that additional 
professional development is needed at the secondary level because secondary teachers’ training 
is mostly content specific for their curricular area, and not often focused on teaching learning 
skills. Teaching literacy skills emerged as a strategy to effectively teach diverse learners. 
Teachers at the secondary level often lack literacy training, whereas elementary teachers have the 
training embedded in their pre-service and ongoing education (Curtis & Green, 2021; Lauterbach 
et al., 2020; Woodcock-Hitches, 2017).  
To increase student success at the secondary level, targeted, timely, and specific literacy-
focused professional development is not the only factor that comes into play. Teachers' 
knowledge of inclusive instructional strategies may not be enough to cement teachers' beliefs in 
their capability to employ the strategies when working with students with learning disabilities 
(Curtis & Green, 2021; Woodcock & Faith, 2021). Efficacy, barriers to inclusion, and 
instructional supports are other key factors that may influence teachers’ success in creating 




Efficacy in Education 
Self-Efficacy. Canadian-American psychologist Albert Bandura (1993) defined self-
efficacy as one’s beliefs in their ability to achieve desired results. Bandura hypothesized that the 
level of one’s self-efficacy provides a lens into how a person perceives future scenarios and 
predicts outcomes. A person with a high level of self-efficacy may experience positive and 
affirmative visualizations of what may come next, whereas a person with low self-efficacy may 
encounter more worry, increasing self-doubt, and envision failures. Self-efficacy relates to 
motivation by potentially impacting goal-setting, effort, and resilience (Bandura, 1997; Brownell 
& Pajares 1999; Ross et al., 2004). Research suggests a positive correlation between efficacious 
levels that are situation-dependent based on previous experiences and exposure to social 
comparisons (Bandura, 1993). Ross et al. (2004) noted that potential benefits from increasing 
self-efficacy may include persistence, the creation of goals that inherently provide more 
challenge, and a greater ability to handle intense feelings. 
Self-efficacy is a construct that can apply to all arenas of life. Specifically, in the arena of 
education, self-efficacy is applied to different groups of stakeholders which can include students 
and teachers (Bandura, 1993; Bandura, 1997; Brownell & Pajares 1999; Donohoo, 2018; Gibson 
& Dembo, 1984; Goddard et al., 2000; Goddard et al., 2004; Roose et al., 2019; Ross et al., 
2004; Shifrer, 2013; Tournaki & Podell, 2005; Tschannen-Moran et al., 1998; Tschannen-Moran 
& Barr, 2004; Whitley, 2010; Woodcock & Faith, 2021; Woodcock & Hitches, 2017).  Students’ 
views of their achievement and potential to succeed can be measured by their self-efficacy. 
Students with high efficacy may find higher levels of achievement in academic settings (Hattie, 
2017). Unfortunately, the opposite may also hold true. Student self-efficacy can be significantly 




environments. Bandura (1993) observed a decrease in self-efficacy for students when their 
teachers had a low sense of efficacy. This change in self-efficacy may even be greater if the 
student experiences diverse learning needs (Bandura, 1997). Students experiencing difficulty in 
school may receive frequent, although not usually intended, messages about limitations they are 
assumed to have (Woodcock & Hitches, 2017). Students with diverse learning needs often 
experience a drop in self-efficacy when they are confronted with assumptions and biases from 
others regarding their abilities. This lower level of self-efficacy may then reduce self-esteem and 
promote negative intrapersonal perspectives about academic success potential, perhaps further 
lowering self-efficacy (Tabassam & Grainger, 2002). 
Tournaki and Podell (2005) define teacher efficacy as believing that student outcomes are 
impacted by the ability of the teacher. The field of research for teacher efficacy blossomed after 
the seminal work of Sherri Gibson and Myron Dembo in 1984, producing the now much used 
and adapted measure known as TES, the Teacher Efficacy Scale. The data in the initial study by 
Gibson and Dembo (1984), indicated positive correlations between teacher efficacy and both 
teacher effectiveness and classroom behaviour expectations. Teachers displaying low teacher 
efficacy correlated with a lack of persistence, a decreased focus on academic pursuits, and a 
greater propensity to criticize students for whom the teacher had lower expectations. Researchers 
then began investigating any possible impacts of teacher efficacy on student achievement. 
Teacher Efficacy and Student Achievement. Highly efficacious teachers appear to 
embrace resiliency, a ‘can do’ attitude, hold higher expectations, display more enthusiasm, and 
are more likely to persevere when working with students with specific learning needs (Tournaki 
& Podell, 2005).  Oppositely, low teacher efficacy correlates with teacher disengagement with 




accommodations for students with specific learning needs, professional development, 
collaboration, assuming responsibility for learning, and academic rigour (Brownell & Pajares, 
1999; Gibson & Dembo, 1984; Tschannen-Moran & Barr, 2004).  
Teachers’ self-belief in the education skills they bring into the classroom may shape the 
experience for both the teacher and student (Tschannen-Moran et al., 1998; Whitley, 2010). 
Multiple studies demonstrated a positive correlation between the achievement of mainstreamed 
students with diverse learning needs and teacher efficacy (Brownell & Pajares, 1999; Gibson & 
Dembo, 1984; Roose et al., 2019; Whitley, 2010; Woodcock & Faith, 2021; Woodcock & 
Hitches, 2017). On the contrary, Tournaki and Podell (2005) postulated that a teacher’s level of 
efficacy alone was not sufficient to determine student achievement, but rather that teachers’ 
predictions of student academic and social successes must also be considered. However, the 
researchers expressed concerns that adding in the prediction surveys prior to administering the 
TES skewed the results by inserting bias regarding student needs before identifying confidences 
of teachers. Although researchers’ opinions differ on the degree to which teacher efficacy may 
impact student achievement, the research reviewed indicates that teacher efficacy appears to 
directly correlate with student achievement (Bandura, 1993; Bandura, 1997; Brownell & Pajares 
1999; Donohoo, 2018; Gibson & Dembo, 1984; Goddard et al., 2000; Hattie, 2017; Ross et al., 
2004; Tournaki & Podell, 2005; Tschannen-Moran et al., 1998; Tschannen-Moran & Barr, 2004; 
Whitley, 2010; Woodcock & Hitches, 2017). 
Barriers to Inclusion 
Barriers to inclusion in the classroom are multifaceted and influenced by teacher 
attitudes, student attitudes, and structural and external variables. Regardless of the teacher’s 




needs appears to be crucial (Bulgren et al., 2013; Ellis & Rock, 2002; Lauterbach et al., 2020; 
Robinson, 2018; Roose et al., 2019; Sharp et al., 2020; Shifrer, 2013; Whitley, 2010; Woodcock 
& Faith, 2021; Woodcock & Hitches, 2017). Many factors may come into play when an educator 
assesses this possibility. Research recognizes one key factor as the stigmatization that can occur 
when a label is placed on a student. Students labeled as having a learning disability may often 
encounter lower expectations of their potential from classroom teachers (Bulgren et al., 2013; 
Roose et al., 2019; Shifrer, 2013; Whitley, 2010; Woodcock & Hardy, 2017; Woodcock & 
Hitches, 2017). A common feeling for teachers at the secondary level when teaching students 
with diverse learning needs is that inclusion may be difficult to accomplish (Messinger-Willman 
& Marino, 2010; Sharp et al., 2020; Villa et al., 2005; Watson & Boman, 2005; Woodcock & 
Hardy, 2017; Woodcock & Hitches, 2017). Here in Canada, Whitley (2010) notes: “it appears 
that, despite the many years in which inclusive education has been the reality for Canadian 
teachers, some continue to feel challenged by the task of including students with LD [learning 
disabilities] in their classrooms” (p. 93). Whitley highlights that this feeling may impact both 
“instruction of students and ultimately the academic success of their students” (p. 94). 
Additionally, Roose et al. (2019) shared that a teacher’s growth mindset, as defined by Carol 
Dweck (2008), may have a positive impact on student success. This mindset, coupled with 
viewing diversity in the classroom as “enriching,” may allow for even greater student success 
because the students with diverse needs are feeling accepted (p. 142). They hypothesized that a 
positive attitude towards diverse learners might translate into more integration of their needs into 
the curriculum. Student attitudes about self and success often have been shown to correlate 
positively to the attitudes and beliefs held by those that taught them (Bandura 1993, 1997). 




learners' opinions about their capability to achieve. While teachers’ attitudes might give only 
subtle and non-intentional cues to students with diverse learning needs, it is important to be 
aware that these actions may lead to a self-fulfilling prophecy for students.  
Teacher and student attitudes may be barriers to successful inclusion in classrooms, but 
other structural and external barriers have the potential to contribute to this lack of success as 
well (Bulgren et al., 2013; D’Intino, 2017; Messinger-Willman & Marino, 2010; Sharp et al., 
2020; Villa et al., 2005; Woodcock & Faith, 2021; Woodcock & Hardy, 2017). Structural 
barriers can include a lack of time, services, and funding (Bulgren et al., 2013; D’Intino, 2017; 
Ellis & Rock, 2002; Messinger-Willman & Marino, 2010; Robinson, 2018; Sharp et al., 2020; 
Villa et al., 2005). External influences, such as mental and physical wellness, can also interfere 
with a student’s ability to attend and focus at school (Chu et al., 2020; Robinson, 2018; Villa et 
al., 2005; Watson & Boman, 2005).  These conditions potentially put more pressure on teachers 
to provide supports beyond the academic learning in the classroom. “The educator’s job has 
broadened from providing effective instruction and personalized accommodations to 
acknowledging and attempting to address the stressors in students’ lives by offering mental 
health and other human services supports” (Villa et al., 2005, p. 39). The above barriers may be 
reduced using supports within the inclusive classroom. 
Supports 
Supports for teachers, as well as for students, help to create inclusive educational 
opportunities (Bulgren et al., 2013; D’Intino, 2017; Ellis & Rock, 2002; Lauterbach et al., 2020; 
Robinson, 2018; Villa et al., 2005; Watson & Boman, 2005; Woodcock & Hardy, 2017; 
Woodcock & Hitches, 2017). A frequently referenced support is utilizing accommodations for 




et al., 2005; Watson & Boman, 2005). D’Intino (2017) defines accommodations as, “specific 
circumstances, services, or tools that are applied in instructional or assessment settings in order 
to allow individuals with disabilities or academic challenges…to perform to their highest 
potential” (p. 230). He further explained, “accommodation differs from modification in that 
expected outcomes of the curriculum or assessments are unaffected by the measures that are 
implemented” (p. 230). Thus, implementing accommodations does not lower the educational 
expectations for students. Success for those with learning disabilities is deemed more likely 
when early identification and deliberate implementation of strategies occurs for the student 
(Calder Stegemann, 2016; D’Intino, 2017). Ellis and Rock (2002) propose that there are three 
essential components for implementing accommodations: “teacher’s knowledge (ability to 
implement specific accommodation strategies), will (desire to implement the accommodations), 
and opportunity (whether the school environment is conducive to implementing 
accommodations)” (p. 224). Teachers’ willingness to implement accommodations may correlate 
with teachers’ attitudes toward a student’s potential for success. The successful implementation 
of accommodations appear to also positively correlate to the availability of time (Bulgren et al, 
2013; Ellis & Rock, 2002).  Additional personnel may also be a key element to implementing 
accommodations in inclusive classrooms (Bulgren et al, 2013; Calder Stegemann, 2016; Chu et 
al., 2020; D’Intino, 2017; Lauterbach et al., 2020; Robinson, 2018; Villa et al., 2005; Watson & 
Boman, 2005). Descriptors of support personnel include “partners” (Calder Stegemann, 2016, 
p.58) and “collaborative team members who jointly plan, instruct and solve the daily problems of 
teaching in today’s diverse classrooms” (Villa et al., 2005, p. 42). Robinson’s (2018) case study 
with four teachers in Ontario, Canada, suggest that for these teachers, successful secondary 




got to know their students, and when they applied inclusive teaching strategies to the class, not 
just to individuals, which "prevented students from being excluded or feeling stigmatized" (p. 
16). Individualized supports benefitted students in inclusive classrooms, however, the layered 
approach that Robinson observed may have allowed for even greater success.  
Additional research into secondary school teachers’ experiences in inclusive classrooms 
is warranted. To create truly inclusive classrooms, barriers and successes of inclusive classrooms 
need to be investigated. This study aims to investigate the lived experiences of secondary school 
teachers in humanities classrooms. Potential areas of development that may be informed by this 
study include future professional development, additional in-house school structures for 
supporting students with diverse learning needs, and district collaboration opportunities. 
Methodology 
As a student support teacher for more than 20 years, I have witnessed many changes in 
classrooms with regards to the acknowledgment of diverse student learning needs. Over these 
two decades I have had the fortune to not only participate in, but also observe, as student 
inclusion evolved from an aspirational concept to a purposefully created meaningful experience 
for all learners. Throughout this time, I have often examined the academic student support 
structures available and participated in committees that imagined and discovered ways to alter 
these structures to meet the requirements of students with diverse learning needs. These 
experiences led me to wonder how other teachers experienced diverse learners in their 
classrooms. For the scope of this project, I chose to conduct qualitative research focused on the 
humanities area of teaching and queried: “What are the lived experiences of secondary 
humanities teachers at Lower Mainland secondary schools when working with students with 




to “speak from meanings shaped by social interactions with others and from their own personal 
histories” (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017, p. 22). From an epistemological perspective, 
qualitative research allows the researcher to be actively involved with the participants while 
gathering information in an “activity that locates the observer in the world” (Denzin & Lincoln, 
2005, p. 3). Recognition of some events that have shaped my colleagues’ careers aided in the 
building of cooperative and collaborative relationships and fulfilled my “desire to empower 
individuals” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 46). The axiology of the constructivist paradigm 
highlights that it is accepted, anticipated, and duly noted that bias comes internally with the 
researcher (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017). This allowed for acknowledgement that my teaching 
history created assumptions regarding what the research revealed and forced me to try and 
bracket out my preconceived notions and bias. Additionally, I chose qualitative methodology 
over quantitative because it results in a dynamic understanding of the phenomenon being 
researched through the use of voice. I believe that an authentic voice is a powerful tool in our 
human experience and displays a sense of self for each person. To capture the individual voices 
of the participants for this research, I selected the method of phenomenology and gathered data 
through personal interviews.  
Method 
I choose phenomenology as it both allows for personal accounts about a phenomenon and 
explores the common experiences among a group of participants that create the definition and 
understanding of that phenomenon (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Phenomenology creates a stage for 
the individual voice to be heard authentically and without interpretation by outside influences, 
giving the participants “an avenue to share their ‘lived experience’ stories without fear of 




the researcher on-the-ground access to the participants allowing individual experiences to stand 
on their own, supporting the ontology of constructivism which accepts that there is no singular 
reality (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017).  
Bracketing 
When reflecting on the experiences I have had in my 20 years at the same school, I 
realized that I hold both opinions and assumptions that need to first be acknowledged and then 
bracketed. Bracketing is the intentional removal of self from the research, thus allowing the least 
amount of personal bias and influence by the researcher to impact the study (Creswell & Poth, 
2018). Phenomenology requires on-going bracketing and self-questioning and Bevan (2014) 
notes, “a critical view of bracketed knowledge that includes beliefs, knowledge, and attitudes 
that present themselves in relation to the phenomenon” (p. 139). To do this research study 
justice, I needed to remove myself and my experiences from the equation. I chose to suspend my 
own understanding and looked at it from a stance of curiosity. 
Teaching students with diverse learning needs is a topic that impacts both my work and 
personal lives. I am a parent of a student with diverse learning needs. My child has not reached 
secondary school age yet, so I currently have had no experiences with them in a humanities class 
at this level, but I do recognize that I have hopes and expectations for them when they do. During 
my research I needed to suspend my expectations for my child’s future experience when I 
listened to teachers share their experiences of teaching students with diverse learning needs. 
While I spent two years as a secondary school humanities classroom teacher, my job for 
over 20 years has been to teach and support the inclusion of students with diverse learning needs. 
Through this time, I gained knowledge about classroom teachers’ experiences with teaching 




staff had undergone to achieve inclusion for students with diverse learning needs. Further 
understandings encompassed the awareness of training and professional development 
opportunities presented over these years. I also had two decades worth of collegial conversations 
that needed to be set aside. I recognized that these events had created assumptions about 
classroom teachers’ strategies for teaching students with diverse learning needs. Upon reflection, 
I unearthed the assumption that I attributed the level of success for students with diverse learning 
needs to the teacher. I realized that I had removed the students’ actions from the equation. I also 
realized I had not considered the composition of the class and how that impacted the student or 
the teacher. I also assumed successful strategies employed by teachers came by way of extended 
learning opportunities or training, and that successful strategies worked across classes and 
students. I recognized that I assumed less successful strategies occurred because I surmised a 
teacher held reservations about their skillset for teaching to diverse needs. I thought that a 
teacher might have felt tentative, under-prepared, or overwhelmed by the various diverse needs 
that were presented in a classroom. My assumptions also included that teachers’ approaches were 
influenced by both positive and negative previous experiences. I recognized that my assumptions 
came from summarizing years of interplay between myself and many colleagues. I knew that to 
move forward I had to leave the past behind. I became determined to do just that, so I shelved 
those experiences and approached the interviews and research with an open mind and listened 
with anticipation as the participants shared their stories. 
I accepted that suspending my thoughts and any previously held beliefs would be an 
ongoing task that demanded constant attending to throughout the research process. I used a 
journal to note thoughts and assumptions at each stage of the process. I also maintained an 




personal biases removed from the procedure allowed me to approach the research process with 
fresh eyes and a desire to understand the professional experiences of others. 
Data Sources 
Research occurred in a middle-sized Lower Mainland, British Columbia school district. 
The participants all taught at comprehensive secondary schools that offered a breadth of courses 
within the humanities disciplines. These schools were medium in size and housed students in 
grades 9 through 12 with average populations of approximately 1300 students. The schools 
offered a range of support programs for diverse learners which included, but were not limited to, 
learning assistance, inclusive education, English as an additional language, Indigenous 
education, and alternate education. The research timeline for the interviews took place during the 
Covid-19 pandemic. The British Columbia Ministry of Education implemented health and safety 
rules and regulations around schools to allow school sites to remain open during the pandemic. 
One such regulation determined that learning groups were implemented to reduce the total 
number of people a student would come in contact with at school. This school district created a 
truncated timetable for the year. While this timetable allowed for a significant reduction in the 
number of contacts for all involved, it also created a new and unexplored teaching landscape for 
the participants. 
Participants were selected through purposeful sampling. Purposeful sampling was chosen 
because it identified potential participants who met the criteria for the experience being 
researched (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The Invitation to Participate in Research was emailed to 
applicable secondary school humanities teachers in the district. The humanities field includes 
English and Social Studies courses available in the current British Columbia school curriculum. 




Columbia includes grades 8 to 12. Furthermore, participants needed to have two or more years 
teaching experience so that their lived experiences might reflect having taught in times that were 
not constrained by the structures in place to accommodate the pandemic response. Creswell and 
Poth (2018) recommend between three and eight participants for phenomenological research. 
Given the time restraints of this study, the first five respondents who met the criteria received the 
Letter of Informed Consent and the Interview Protocol (Appendix B), that outlined the questions 
for the interview. All five potential participants became official participants once they signed the 
Letter of Informed Consent. This document provided participants with the objectives of the 
research which were: to learn about humanities teachers’ perceptions of working with students 
with diverse learning needs, to discover what factors impacted these teachers’ experiences, to 
discover any potential barriers experienced by secondary humanities teachers which impeded 
student success, and to find what contributed to the success of students with diverse learning 
needs. In addition, participants reviewed the sections of the letter for procedures, potential 
benefits, potential harms, risks, or discomforts to participants, as well as the confidentiality 
process used to ensure the participants’ data remained safe and secure (as per UFV ethics 
protocols, see Appendix A). The letter reminded them of the voluntary nature of their 
participation in the research and outlined the procedures for withdrawing from the study. The 
outlets for disseminating the results of the study were also shared in this letter.  
Data Tools 
Data collection for this study occurred through one-on-one interviews. The Interview 
Protocol consisted of questions that were “open-ended, general, and focused on understanding 
[the] central phenomenon in the study” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 165). Participants spoke to 




learning needs. During the original planning stages of this research, I intended to hold face-to-
face interviews. These plans were changed because the window of time to conduct interviews 
coincided with the Covid-19 pandemic. The provincial pandemic response required strict 
protocols for meeting with others and developed personal cohorts. The British Columbia Centre 
for Disease Control (2020) defined those that could be in each other’s cohorts as close contacts: 
“close contacts are people who spend more than 15 minutes per day in very close proximity to 
each other, such as family members, friends and some colleagues” (Tool: Reducing Close 
Contacts, para.1). As such, interviews were conducted using the video communication 
capabilities in Microsoft Teams. The Microsoft Teams platform was readily available to all 
teachers in the district where the information was gathered.  
Data Analysis 
For data analysis, I utilized the Creswell & Poth (2018) table for “Data Analysis and 
Representation by Research Approaches” (p. 199). I chose this chart as the analysis strategy 
because of its clear visual depiction of the five steps for data analysis and representation. The 
steps listed are: 
 Managing and organizing the data 
 Reading and memoing emergent ideas 
 Describing and classifying codes into themes 
 Developing and assessing interpretations 
 Representing and visualizing the data 
In the phenomenological approach, managing and organizing the data is the first step 
where files are created and prepared for coding. The creation of files in this study began with 




were scheduled with each participant by email. At the agreed upon meeting time I called the 
participant through the Microsoft Teams video call option and began the interview. Use of the 
audio and camera functions of Microsoft Teams allowed the participant and I to have the closest 
possible scenario to a face-to-face interview while accommodating the physical distancing 
requirements during the pandemic. Video cameras remained on for the duration of the interview 
because it allowed the participant and I to see each other during the interview. No video 
recordings took place. To capture the voice and words of the individual participant verbatim, the 
Otter Voice Meeting Notes application was used; it recorded an audio file and simultaneously 
created a written transcription of the conversation. Each interview lasted approximately one 
hour. I transferred the transcribed file from my password protected personal phone to my home 
laptop computer on the day of the interview. Once transferred, the transcribed file was deleted 
from the Otter server. To prepare the data for the next stage of analysis, I compared the written 
transcript to the audio recording for accuracy and, once deemed correct, the audio recording was 
also deleted from the Otter server. The transcript was then edited for spelling and grammar, with 
interjected words such as “um” and “uh” removed. These transcripts were then emailed to 
participants within five days of the interview. Participants then completed a member check that 
required them to review the written transcript of their individual interview for errors, omissions, 
and accuracy; added any information they wished; and requested deletions within the transcript 
as needed. Each participant had seven days upon receipt of the transcript to complete and return 
the member check to me. Once the member check was returned, the raw data was considered as a 
submission and was anonymized, removing any identifying information. Participants agreed that 
if the member check was not returned within the seven-day time frame, the data would be 




chosen pronoun and pseudonym to be used in the research. At this time, participants were also 
informed of the following: “In our interview I ask that you do not refer to any student, colleague, 
parent or any other person by name. It is the aim of our interview to gather information about 
your personal experiences and to keep the anonymity of other parties” (Appendix B, p. 1). 
Names of schools, courses, districts, and any people referred to by participants were also 
anonymized in the data to maintain confidentiality and privacy. 
The second step to data analysis and representation was the reading and memoing of 
emergent ideas. To accomplish this step, I read over the interview transcriptions and made notes 
as I went, looking specifically for words that stood out as actions, behaviours, emotions, or 
figurative language. This began my first-cycle coding. To determine these codes, I applied the in 
vivo coding method because a key component to my research was to reveal the voice of the 
participants and this coding is meant to “prioritize and honor the participant’s voice” (Saldana, 
2016, p. 106). In vivo codes are directly quoted with quotation marks around them (Saldana, 
2011). Each interview was coded prior to the next interview to not overlap interviews in my 
mind. After the transcript was coded, the in vivo codes were listed in order of appearance and 
then gathered into themes. 
Describing and classifying codes into themes is the next step. Phenomenology requires 
bracketing in this step. As mentioned previously, as a phenomenological researcher, I put my 
own bias and opinions aside, so the research and data remained as unaffected as possible by my 
own experiences. To do this I kept a bias, or double entry, journal and noted each time an 
assumption came to mind. Taking the in vivo codes and grouping them allowed for themes 
within each interview to evolve. In this second cycle coding I took notes as I went along, 




provided occasions to reflect on the data (Saldana, 2011). As the interviews went on, I noted 
connections to previous interviewees’ answers and recorded any inferences, being sure that I 
bracketed out the biases that appeared. As I reflected on the first cycle codes, patterns emerged. 
Saldana (2011) noted that we can understand the social world through the patterns we find in it, 
and the meanings we can make of them. This was true in this study.  
Using the patterns that emerged from the first cycle codes, I employed the second cycle 
coding method of Pattern Codes to develop a thematic picture of the phenomenon, thus entering 
the developing and assessing interpretations stage. The themes became the building blocks for 
constructing meaning from the data (see Table 1 for themes and codes). Creswell & Poth (2018) 
assert that analyzing these themes required “abstracting out beyond the codes and themes to the 
larger meaning of the data” (p. 195). To represent and visualize this data I created summary 
tables which included the overarching themes and applicable supporting quotes for each theme. 
Limitations and Bias. Limitations for this study existed because of the purposeful 
sampling. This sampling was limited because of sample size. Other limits were in place because 
the study was located in a community with unique attributes including the cultural landscape, the 
community experience, the specific geographic area, and the varied socio-economic construction 
of the school district. 
A subsequent limitation of this research was that it occurred concurrently with the Covid-
19 pandemic. This health crisis’ impact on the participants varied and the weight of that impact 
was unmeasurable as people were still processing the additional psychological and emotional toll 
they had undergone. The implications of these events were too fresh to be able to ascertain at the 
time of the study. Without time and distance from the pandemic to reflect on its impacts, it was 




community, the participants, and their experiences working with students with diverse learning 
needs.    
As previously mentioned, bracketing was used to try and remove my biases and personal 
experiences from the data collection. In addition to using this approach, I managed bias by 
utilizing other strategies. One such strategy was the use of a second reader, my supervisor, to go 
through my analysis to be certain that the participants’ voices were those that were represented 
and not my own. Another strategy was that I kept the research question as my touchstone. If a 
participant began to go off on a tangent, I used the approved extension question stems and 
brought the conversation back to the original question and, therefore, prevented the investigation 
of any side topics.  
Strength of Study. I used the Triple Crisis approach to test the strength of my study. The 
Triple Crisis looks at three areas: representation, legitimization, and praxis (Denzin & Lincoln, 
2005). The representation crisis was addressed by providing the interview questions to the 
participants ahead of time. This allowed participants time to consider their answers, recall the 
lived experiences they wanted to share, and firmly situated their voices within those answers. I 
used thick descriptions of both the context and the participants. The participants’ descriptions 
came directly from the participants themselves. Participants were asked how they wanted to be 
described in the research. Some descriptors given by participants included information about 
how long they had taught for, and how many schools they had taught at. Participants were also 
asked to provide their own description of a diverse learner, allowing their definition to be the 
context within which their individual experience existed.  
The crisis of legitimization is attended to by following the advice on credibility from 




being specific about the data analysis process, using a member check to verify the accuracy of 
the participants’ words, and capturing the authentic voices of the participants. This allowed the 
research results to be transparent.  
This research is useful at many levels: for the participants, researcher, schools, district, 
and research community as a whole; this attends to the crisis of praxis. The research provided 
insight into the factors that impacted teachers' lived experiences when working with students 
with diverse learning needs in humanities at the secondary school level. From this research the 
school community determined potential areas for staff development, future school growth plans, 
and revisions to structures for student support at the secondary level. Accompanying this, 
secondary school humanities teachers were given space for their voices to be heard and the 
opportunity to inform areas for future collaboration with colleagues. Participants’ experiences 
helped to shape the schools’ and district’s future supports for students and may have led to 
improved outcomes for students with diverse learning needs. Participants experienced the benefit 
of self-reflection. The research community added new information to the body of knowledge 
regarding teachers' experiences when working with students with diverse learning needs at the 
secondary school level in the field of humanities. Additionally, the research community gained 
insight into the feelings and opinions of current members of the teaching profession. 
Steps forward for this research included sharing the results with various interested 
parties. This paper was presented to the Teacher Education Department Master of Education 
cohort at the University of the Fraser Valley (UFV) and was then housed at the UFV Library 
Research Repository. Those participants that requested it, received a copy of the study by email. 
The findings of this paper were shared with members of the school district at a presentation to 




Sharing the report created an opportunity for dialogue about areas in which to develop training 
and other support strategies for secondary humanities teachers. 
Results 
Five educators responded to the question, “What are the lived experiences of secondary 
humanities teachers at Lower Mainland secondary schools when working with students with 
diverse learning needs?” Participants discussed four key themes: (a) reflective practice, (b) 
instructional strategies, (c) barriers, and (d) student actions. Within these four themes, several 
codes helped to clarify participant perceptions. 
Reflective Practice 
All five participants responded to questions of their “lived experiences” by reflecting 
over the span of their careers. Each participant had taught a variety of humanities courses and 
been in the teaching profession for over two decades. In response to the interview questions, 
each participant drew examples from throughout their career to support their statements. As 
such, reflective practice stood out as the most prevalent theme. Participants discussed how they 
used this reflection to support students. Three of the participants indicated that they had changed 
their beliefs over time and they felt that this had benefitted their practice. There were three codes 
that were shared: impacts of beliefs, professional growth, and refining one’s pedagogy.   
Impacts of Beliefs 
The interviewees revealed that beliefs impacted their approach to their classrooms. 
Participants reflected on these beliefs and noted that these impacts could be negative or positive. 
Negative Beliefs. Participants noted several pre-existing beliefs that they held about 
diverse learners that they felt negatively impacted student success. Participants discussed how 





Themes and Codes for Working with Students with Diverse Learning Needs  
Themes Codes 
Reflective practice Impacts of beliefs 
Professional development 
Refining pedagogy 
Making instructional strategies work Flexibility 
Scaffolding 
Student involvement 
Support staff collaboration 
Barriers Lack of external supports 
Intensity of needs 
Mental health 
Time 





British Columbia, and that they felt unprepared to teach students with diverse needs. “Stacy” 
spoke of feeling “inadequate as the teacher” and went on to explain, “I do feel that I just didn’t 
know what to do. Probably because I wasn’t even sure how to, or what to do for those struggling. 




course, we didn’t know much about different learners. We weren’t taught anything about how to 
teach differently, that was a new concept that happened after we had been teaching for a while.” 
She also recalled a time early in her career when she felt unsuccessful despite the amount of 
effort she gave to finding a solution for a diverse learner in her classroom: “I felt so useless, 
because no matter how hard I tried, I was failing the student! I couldn’t get it.” “Ray” 
remembered going in with pre-existing beliefs that success for a diverse learner was based on the 
student’s efforts: “at the time my thinking was, well they are just not working hard enough. If 
they’re having some learning challenges than they need to work that much harder in order to get 
it.” Ray commented on his learning from these early experiences with inclusion: “looking back 
on it, it is abundantly clear to me that the problem was me, in the way I was thinking about it, the 
way I was approaching it. It was just basically my whole understanding of what I thought 
learning should have been in that situation.”  
This code also included reflections about the participants’ beliefs that students with 
diverse learning needs would find it more difficult in the mainstream school system. “John” 
stated, “diverse learners have to know it’s going to be tougher.” Another participant mentioned 
how when they taught specific elective academic courses they had a pre-conceived idea that 
academic success for students with diverse learning needs was unattainable and that leaving the 
course was the best option: “I would come to it thinking ‘the thing that would solve all of your 
problems is if you left the class, I mean you’re clearly struggling…you’re never going to learn 
any of this” (Ray). Participants reflected on these unsuccessful experiences and noted how they 
had been important steps that led them to question and reflect on their practice: “I experienced 
self-doubt, but I was eventually able to kind of reframe that and say, ‘well I can’t change that, 




and what learning looks like” (Ray). “You’re improving, right? You’re thinking outside the box. 
You’re figuring out what does this kid need to be successful or to feel successful” (Amelia). 
These early beliefs were also discussed in relation to the need to “teach to the test” 
atmosphere that occurred when the province still held provincial exams at the end of academic 
courses. All five participants entered the humanities teaching field when the British Columbia 
provincial government required standardized English 12 exams to be written with a weighting of 
40% of the course grade. For some participants, this environment shaped an early impression of 
what successful learning looked like. Ray recalled,  
I had been sort of in the academic trap of feeling like, or sometimes being compelled to 
teach to the test, and the test had a very narrow set of parameters for what’s considered 
learning and what’s considered success…My conception of success was very much 
formulated by exam success, that’s just simply the way that I had been socialized as a 
student, but also as a new teacher. 
Ray also shared how he felt this attitude had created an environment of exclusion in his 
classroom: “I used to think, no it has to be this way because it’s the way that it’s always been, 
this is what the textbook says, this is what the exam says. It’s just inherently exclusionary – 
thinking about it that way.” Although participants noted some negative beliefs, they also were 
able to identify positive beliefs that they felt increased student success. 
Positive Beliefs. As a result of their experiences, positive beliefs that participants held 
about diverse learners developed as their careers progressed. Amelia noted, “I had developed my 
own ideas…to come up with ideas about how to do things.” Participants discussed that when 
they diversified their instruction, they felt it benefitted all students. “I think truly diversified 




actually enhance the experience of all the learners in the classroom.” (Amelia). Participants 
firmly believed that success was greatly shaped by building trusting relationships and 
demonstrating care to students. Stacy expressed, 
What some of those students really did need was to have a person who cared first … 
every student needs that connection piece, but some needed it more than anything else, 
and I think once they had that, then they actually could successfully complete whatever it 
was they were completing. 
Amelia shared the belief that safety for students also came when the classroom was 
focused on the students first: “when your job is to work with kids, to teach children, it should be 
child-centered. It should be centered around what they need to get the best experience with 
learning, and for it to be a safe place to fail and learn from.” The participants reflected on their 
pre-existing beliefs as early career teachers and how their beliefs changed as their careers 
progressed. Not only had their beliefs impacted their practice but, by changing over time, they 
led to professional growth.  
Professional Development 
Professional development occurs outside of the classroom and may impact teachers’ 
beliefs and skills. Throughout their interviews, all five of the participants discussed professional 
development related to their practice. Experience and time were mentioned as necessary 
ingredients to achieve professional growth. Professional workshops and literature were tools that 
contributed to participants’ successes, and they encouraged new-to-career teachers to continue to 
explore and experience any opportunities that arose. Amelia referenced Lost at School by Dr. 
Ross W. Greene, and Abraham Schmitt’s autobiography, as having made essential contributions 




Developing partnerships was another element to professional development for the participants. 
All five participants spoke about establishing collaborative connections with colleagues in their 
schools and districts, whether through mentorship, support staff, vertical integration, or with 
leadership. While professional development occurred outside of the classroom and had a goal-
orientated intentionality associated with it, refining pedagogy focused on the changed actions of 
the teacher inside the classroom.  
Refining Pedagogy 
In addition to pre-existing beliefs and professional development, refining pedagogy was 
shared as a type of reflective practice. When reflecting on successful classroom interactions, 
participants drew a connection between taking an interest in understanding where students with 
diverse learning needs were coming from and student success. Amelia stated, “not all kids are 
going to be able to discover their learning needs or learning styles, so engage the child in the 
discovery of their best learning practices for success.” Participants also found value in 
relationships they had built with families and students. Including the students as partners in their 
learning was advocated by the participants. “Be sure to invite them on the quest for their own 
best learning” (Amelia). They believed that in doing so, students felt safe to take more risks, 
were provided with a sense of belonging, and received encouragement throughout their time in 
school. Stacy found that “getting to know students and their parents” was a key factor when 
working with students with diverse needs. 
Stacy highlighted that being aware of her practice gave her the opportunity to refine the 
lens that she was looking at her students through: “I started to think about what my goal was as 
an English teacher. Do I care about the content? Sometimes…but if students aren’t reading and 




biggest thing for me was the change in my understanding and belief systems around what we 
mean by learning and what we mean by curriculum.” This helped him to expand the “entry 
points” into the curriculum for his students. Stacy analyzed her practice and determined that she 
needed to balance the content of the course with her goal to “develop good thinkers, empathetic 
human beings, to help foster an appreciation of points of view and different backgrounds.”  
Participants thought it was crucial to look back in order to move forward. Ray encapsulated 
participants’ perspectives on this when he said: “I spend a lot of time thinking about various 
aspects of my practice and just kind of tweaking things as I go …and making significant shifts 
when I uncover a major blind spot.” Through reflective practice teachers could evaluate their 
level of proficiency with various instructional strategies and determine changes to practice that 
they wished to make when working with students with diverse needs. 
Making Instructional Strategies Work 
Participants were asked to discuss times in their careers when they experienced success 
working with a student with diverse learning needs. Instructional strategies played a significant 
role in the successes that these teachers perceived, making it one of the four themes of this 
research. There were four main aspects to these strategies that they felt were needed for any 
strategy to work: flexibility, scaffolding, student involvement, and support staff collaboration.  
Flexibility 
“To me flexibility is just being aware and caring” (John). His sentiment was mirrored by 
all the other participants, even though each had different tools and methods they used. One 
common tool was the provision of extra time for assignments and tests. Every participant listed 
this as a way to support students with diverse learning needs. Stacy commented that teaching 




learning needs in the class, but that they did not have to be flashy and entertaining. “You don’t 
have to have Las Vegas lesson plans. You need to have different modalities of instructions or 
ways that you deliver ideas.” Participants commented that it was important to be open-minded 
and broaden their conception of what being a successful student looked like in their classes. Ray 
stated,  
From my personal perspective, what gets in the way for a lot of teachers is a fairly narrow 
conceptualization around how students need to be engaging with curriculum, and what 
learning looks like. The more narrow your conceptualization is, the fewer people are 
going to fit within it. 
Similar to high levels of flexibility, increasing levels of scaffolding was also noted as beneficial 
to students with diverse learning needs. 
Scaffolding 
Scaffolding was credited as fundamental to any strategy for student success by four of the 
participants. They conveyed that scaffolding relied on a solid foundation of structure, 
organization, clear instruction, expectations, and standards. Stacy found that getting to know who 
her students were before the course began prompted her to prepare for students with diverse 
needs but also to keep “all her students in mind.” Bob believed, “the whole idea of very carefully 
building up an assignment is very important.” Amelia revealed that differing amounts of 
scaffolding were needed at different times: “I like to make it accessible to everybody, at the same 
time, by just adapting small pieces as we go and see what works best. Because every class is 
different. Sometimes, even different days of the week different.” John stated that standards were 
important and when they were consistently used “students tend to be positively impacted.” Each 




shared that students were most successful in his class when he would keep the class “heavily 
scaffolded” until near the end of the course. He found “direct instruction” and a “slow, 
systematic mastery approach” benefitted students with diverse learning needs. In order to create 
the most inclusive classroom, teachers also needed to work with others. Participants noted that 
their partners in learning included students and support staff members.  
Student Involvement 
Including students in their own learning was a tenet that also had meaning for the 
participants when it came to making instructional strategies work. In the reflective practice 
theme, participants wanted the students to be on a guided journey with them. Three participants 
that submitted to this concept talked about giving students more opportunity to navigate the 
direction of their own learning. Stacy commented that she wanted to “place every student in the 
driver’s seat.” Participants shared how important it was to provide students with choice. “You 
have to allow students to figure it out. If they have control and choice in how they’re engaging 
with things, it’s far more meaningful, and they pull a lot more out of it” (Stacy). Amelia 
discussed how connecting to student interests could also be beneficial to helping students 
perform on classroom assessments. She reflected on two students that needed to attach their 
learning to activities that interested them: “He was a drummer. They’d be writing a quiz and he’d 
have his pencil in his hand, and be tapping a rhythm on the desk, trying to think.” Another one of 
her students found studying worked for him when he could connect the concepts from class to 
his passion for mechanics. He came into Amelia’s class one day and exclaimed, “while I was 
rebuilding the carburetor, I did the study cards. And I remembered everything! I’m going to redo 
some part of my engine every time we do a test.” For Amelia, knowing these interests of her 




importance of learning, even if they really do not like the subject, generally end up being 
successful.” In allowing students to express themselves, success could be achieved. Amelia 
identified that some of the students needed to be guided when presented with the opportunity to 
explore and engage their own learning needs and modalities. It was new to them, and they 
sometimes had no idea what would work for them. She called this process, “sleuthing it out 
together.” Participants found that giving an outlet for student voice enabled more success for 
students, including those with diverse learning needs. “You have to allow for students to show 
and showcase their strengths, because then they feel proud of that and they actually then connect 
with what it is that you’re trying to do” (Stacy). Consulting with students during and after the 
assignment, unit, or assessment gave a clearer view of what was working for the students and 
what might need some adjustment. This vantage point sometimes provided a “completely 
different perspective” and time to reflect on instructional strategies (Ray). In addition to students, 
participants identified support staff collaboration as a key driver in developing their instructional 
strategies. 
Support Staff Collaboration 
Most participants identified collaboration with other educational personnel as central to 
the success of students with diverse learning needs. Access to information, whether on an 
electronic database or via a support teacher, education assistant, counsellor, or administrator, was 
presented as imperative. “Having somebody help navigate where to access important documents 
and information about students is important” (Stacy). She noted that “finding time for that” 
might be an area for improvement in schools. Participants perceived that new teachers were 
hesitant to ask for help. Stacy offered the following recommendation: “I think it would be great 




getting to know who the student services team was in the school and finding out how other 
teachers worked with the educational assistants. He pointed out that student support staff were 
there to work with students, but also “there to support teachers too. Get to know these people and 
lean on them when you need to. Don’t be afraid to.” Bob fondly recalled the journey for one 
student some years ago. He reported that success for this student with diverse learning needs 
came from teamwork: “collectively we were able to get him through what was an extraordinarily 
challenging time.” In order to reflect on practice and make instructional strategies work, the 
participants reported that there were also barriers that hindered student success.  
Barriers 
All five participants believed that students with diverse learning needs encountered more 
barriers than other students. It was important to note that the participants realized over their 
careers that diverse learning needs were sometimes easy to see, when students come with an 
Individual Education Plan and goals in place, but sometimes the needs were quite invisible. They 
spoke of diverse learning needs in two categories, the first relating to the human body and or 
brain, and the second being environmental. Environmental barriers included addiction, family 
and social situations, racism, criminal activity, poverty, hunger, and homelessness. Efforts had 
been made to systematically dismantle some barriers, but much work still needed to be done. 
Impacting this work were things such as: a lack of external supports, intensity of needs, mental 
health, and time. 
Lack of External Supports 
Success for students with diverse learning needs, as discussed by participants, was greatly 
impacted by many elements outside of the school staff and structure. The elements identified in 




involvement. Participants agreed that these elements could have negative or positive impacts on 
students based on the prevalence of them. Specific structures named included class size, funding, 
and the quantity of resources, which included tangible items as well as staffing. “If the district 
puts in place adequate funding to provide for EA [education assistant] support or resources, 
students generally do well, and the reverse is generally true too” (John). An additional structure 
that these participants mentioned was the provincial guidelines associated with adapting or 
modifying curriculum. They felt that the parameters from the province meant that more students 
were being moved through the grades and missing key components along the way. Bob stated,  
I think another real challenge that pops up every once in a while, is the distinction 
between modification and adaptation…where we’re seeing kids who should be on a 
modified program, and we’re being asked as humanities teachers to adapt. Often that 
adaptation requires us to completely undermine the basis of the course. 
John offered that another external factor that impacted student learning was, “when 
students come to the high school who have not been identified as diverse learners.” Family 
involvement was also indicated as an external factor. “Family involvement can both be positive 
and negative – whether or not parents are willing to work with me and the school in meeting a 
student’s needs” (John). In addition to the lack of external support, the intensity of students’ 
needs presented as another barrier to student success. 
Intensity of Needs 
The individuality of student needs posed concerns for some participants. Many felt under 
prepared to deal with the variety of needs that they saw in their classrooms. Stacy recalled a 
former class that had high numbers of students with diverse needs where the class composition 




just couldn’t figure out how to make learning meaningful or to get buy-in.” Amelia noted, “not 
all kids are going to be able to discover their learning needs or learning styles,” and that this lack 
of self-knowledge might be another barrier for students with diverse learning needs. Participants 
were also curious if the depth of knowledge of students with diverse needs had been impacted by 
the amount of supports they had received in previous grades and classes. The number of students 
with diverse learning needs that required “intensive remediation” for reading and writing at the 
secondary level outraged Bob. He proposed that this barrier might be overcome for this “small 
but starving group who needed much more” if they were “taught in a very analytic way.”  
Mental Health 
While mental health could be included in the intensity of needs code, it stood out as an 
important area in this research. Four out of the five participants spoke directly to the social-
emotional learning needs of students. Ray spoke about “students who are absolutely terrified, to 
the point where it does seem their anxiety, like serious, significant anxiety of speaking and 
opening themselves up for other people has a huge impact on their learning.” Stacy recalled, 
“I’ve had students that came back to talk to me, or that sent me emails later about the emotional 
support I provided.” Stacy noted that for some diverse learners she taught, “the relationship is the 
biggest piece, because the other piece [school success] can follow.” Mental health was a 
prevalent topic in the data, only being overshadowed by the barrier code of time. 
Time 
Every participant mentioned time as a barrier to success for students with diverse 
learning needs. Time as a concept was often tied to a feeling of pressure for the participants. In 
some instances, it was the amount of time the student needed for input or output of course 




availability of support staff to come alongside the student or teacher. Bob embodied the 
participants’ sentiments on time: 
To deal with the time it takes to help them in the framework of my overall job – that 
really doesn’t give me time to deal with them individually. It’s a real challenge to 
incorporate their needs with the needs of the class as a whole and my needs as a teacher. 
Trying to find the balance and to work with others … in the time that we are given can be 
very challenging at times.  
For participants, there was never enough time. Time permeated all of the codes shared in 
the barriers theme, as time was required to address or attempt to overcome all barriers to student 
success.  
Student Actions 
Student actions could be construed as positively or negatively impacting student success. 
Participants believed that the actions of the student played a vital role in their success. Students 
that were not an active participant in their own education found success elusive. Inversely, 
students that shared a willingness to be active in their education often experienced success. The 
student engagement code is neither positive nor negative, but introspection, risk taking, and self-
advocacy on the part of the student were all mentioned as positive student actions. 
Engagement 
In the participants’ experiences, student behaviours impacted their own success. Multiple 
student behaviours were discussed, some that helped that student find success and some that 
hindered it. John noted that the “personal attitude of a student is also impactful for their success.” 




I think when it’s not successful the issue is not that he or she is a student with diverse 
learning needs, but because of the significant behavioural component…The learning 
needs can be met somehow, but I’ve always found that certain behaviours are difficult. 
Participants highlighted that a lack of engagement could be a signaling behaviour that the 
student may find less success: “you don’t want to be seeing either a lack of interest or a lack of 
engagement” (Stacy). Finding ways to keep students accountable to their own learning was 
paramount for Bob. “I hold all the kids individually accountable. They must be accountable for 
their individual learning, or else they are not learning. That’s just a bedrock principle.” Three 
standout positive student behaviours that were repeatedly noted by participants were 
introspection, risk-taking, and self-advocacy. 
Introspection  
Student introspection was discussed as critical when teaching students with diverse 
needs. Participants shared that having students aware of themselves and their learning needs 
allowed for optimal experiences when working with students with diverse learning needs. 
Students being willing to “volunteer” information about themselves had been helpful to Amelia. 
Stacy discovered that when students “see themselves” in what they are reading about they 
became more open to sharing with her. John associated a growth in introspection to the maturing 
process that occurred over the secondary school years, commenting that they became more 
“aware” and “comfortable in that knowledge.” According to Ray, one of his most successful 
interactions with students with diverse learning needs came about when the work he and a 
student had done together provided the opportunity for reflection for the student and that she 
now “had an entry point” into the classwork and that “she seemed to appreciate it like a weight 




student risk-taking also appeared to positively impact success for students with diverse learning 
needs. 
Risk-Taking 
Introspection resulted in more knowledge for the student, but, for some, they became 
stalled at the action stage. Participants saw growth really occur when students were resolved to 
take risks. It involved a great deal of trust between the students and participants. Amelia called 
these students “brave.” In his experience, Ray recalled students finding success when they were 
willing to “venture out of [their] comfort zone” and try something new to them.  
Self-Advocacy 
While self-advocacy may have initially included risk-taking, some students were so well-
versed in advocacy, that it became a regular skill they used at school. They had learned “how to 
take what the next teacher does and break it down themselves for their situations, and advocate 
to the teacher” (Amelia). These students were reported by participants as experiencing greater 
success when accomplishing classwork and assessments than those who never asked for support: 
“there are always those kids who just won’t [advocate], and by and large, they tend not to be 
very successful” (John). Participants hypothesized that students were more interested in being 
successful when they engaged as an active contributor in their own education. “So, self-advocacy 
– when that happens in my experience, when the students have the initiative to come to talk to 
me, they generally tend to do well” (John). Amelia believed, “some kids in the class are going to 
learn more from hearing what other kids ask," allowing other students in the class to profit from 
the questions or requests a self-advocating student would ask. Self-advocacy was a helpful 
student action allowing teachers to be aware of what the student needed to find success. 




of time in the interviews as the themes of reflective practice, making instructional strategies 
work, and barriers. From the results, key aspects of working with diverse learners in secondary 
humanities classrooms emerged and will be discussed in the following section.  
Discussion 
When I started this study, I was interested in discovering the stories behind secondary 
humanities teachers’ experiences in the classrooms when working with students with diverse 
learning needs. I was curious about the successes and the misses that teachers were experiencing 
when working to meet the needs of a diverse classroom.  I hoped to gain insights to inform my 
practice as a learning support teacher and to find evidence to help shape future supports within 
the district. This study only scratched the surface of the deep and rich career experiences of five 
teachers within one Lower Mainland school district. This collected information served to both 
clarify and dispel thoughts I had about inclusion in secondary school classrooms before 
embarking on this study. It also presented new ideas for consideration. The results of this 
research highlighted three key aspects of working with diverse learners: understanding the 
barriers to successful inclusion of diverse learners within the secondary humanities classroom, 
appreciating relationship building as a key component to success for staff and students, and the 
need for the ongoing professional training of teachers. 
Understanding Barriers 
The results of this study highlighted that participants approached diverse learners with a 
belief that these students would encounter more barriers than other students, and ultimately 
experience less success. One study, Whitley (2010), found that “teachers clearly have difficulty 
viewing the long-term outcome for students with LD as one that includes academic success” (p. 




themselves had been one of those barriers that students with diverse learning needs encountered. 
These teachers recognized that their own beliefs and mindsets hindered student success and their 
ability to support students; in essence, they did not think they could so they could not. Although 
not all beliefs of participants were negative, in this case, their own pre-existing notions of their 
ability to teach students with diverse needs was not only a belief but also a barrier. In addition to 
this barrier, other invisible barriers may include a student not being diagnosed, social-emotional 
wellness, funding for supports, availability of support personnel, school structures, and a lack of 
time. The literature recognizes that factors outside of the classroom play a large role in impacting 
the success of diverse learners within schools (Chu et al., 2020; Robinson, 2018; UNESCO, 
1994; Villa et al., 2005; Watson & Boman, 2005). Not all of these barriers are within the scope 
of education, however, educators still have to navigate them when working with students.  
The construct of time, and the lack of it, is a standout factor in the literature. My 
participants found it hard to successfully support students “in the time we are given” (Bob). With 
limited time, teachers either needed to improve their efficiency or prioritize the implementation 
of the highest yield strategies. Villa et al. (2005) suggest that it is the lack of resources that make 
it difficult to overcome structural barriers within the school system. Multiple participants in this 
study commented that a lack of funding for additional support staff impacted the creation of an 
inclusive classroom. The present set of findings indicated that many factors beyond the 
classroom played a large role in the success of students. Teachers could identify these barriers 
but felt ill-equipped to negate them. These results strongly implied that more work is needed to 
investigate the impact of these barriers and how best to overcome them. This research would 
benefit from including school administration and school district personnel given the monetary 





As seen in Robinson’s (2018) work, the present study also indicated the importance of 
relationships when working with students with diverse learning needs. Participants believed that 
success came once the relationship with a student was established. In Stacy’s experience, she 
saw the relationship as the most important step when it came to supporting a student’s learning. 
This study reinforced that getting to know your students and helping them to feel safe to take 
learning risks is a building block for success. The benefits of strong student-teacher working 
relationships are not new findings. However, all participants acknowledged the value they found 
in these relationships and the effort they put into cultivating them. Results provided evidence that 
relationships could also grow when they were initiated by students who were demonstrating self-
advocacy. For John, the “mature” attitude it took to do this could be the foundation of a working 
relationship. It was interesting that in this study the concept of working relationships went 
beyond those being forged between students and their teachers.  
The relationships between teachers and supporting staff members were also noted as 
imperative. The literature lacks mention of this idea. My findings suggested that support staff 
were not seen as being present to only support students, but also to assist the staff as well. John 
said, “I’ve always thought they’re not just there to support kids, they’re there to support teachers 
too.” Phrases used by participants such as, “lean on them” (John), demonstrate how the presence 
of the support staff could be of critical importance to the teachers. Multiple ways support staff 
contributed in a classroom included suggesting strategies for the teacher’s use, providing 
additional perspectives on student strengths and needs, working collaboratively in planning, and 




It is notable that only one participant mentioned the value that they placed on 
collaborative conversations with other classroom teachers. Collaboration, coaching, and 
mentoring conversations are all recognized in literature as beneficial for professional growth. 
Sharpe and Nishimura (2017) best summarize this concept: 
Whether we are working with adults or young students, one-on-one or in groups, the 
authenticity, reciprocity, and trust that are established through the work creates a dynamic 
learning relationship and the conditions for the kinds of conversations that make 
transformation possible. (p. 57)  
These conversations often create the foundation for strong professional relationships. Perhaps 
these relationships did not surface as a code because, while participants were feeling unsure of 
their own abilities to work with diverse learners, they also were not confident that other 
classroom teachers were any more skilled in this area, thus participants did not seek out 
assistance from others. Even if fellow colleagues did not have the answers that the participants 
needed, they might have benefited from embarking on the learning journey together. Through 
these conversations, all teachers involved would need to reflect back on their lived experiences 
and, by listening to each other, would have known that they were not alone. This would have 
allowed for encouragement and improved self-efficacy.  
On-Going Professional Training 
The results of this research provided supporting evidence that improving the success of 
students with diverse learning needs in the classroom positively correlated to expanded 
professional training in some aspects of teaching. Many participants did not feel knowledgeable 
when it came to teaching students with diverse learning needs. This finding may be explained by 




Some participants acknowledged that their pre-service training did not include learning how to 
instruct diverse learners. Throughout their careers, participants gained experience and universally 
agreed that accessing training opportunities was important for them. However, when asked what 
professional development opportunities they would recommend to teachers teaching students 
with diverse learning needs for the first time, they did not name any specific training or 
strategies. These teachers recognized a need, but were not yet able to point to a solution. As 
previously noted, professional development experiences at the secondary level are not often 
targeted to working with diverse learners. This lack of availability could account for the 
participants’ omission of impactful professional development opportunities for working with 
students with diverse learning needs. The results of this study provided supporting evidence that 
students with diverse learning needs often are lacking in literacy skills. Bob proclaimed,  
the number of kids who are coming in [to secondary school] who cannot read or are 
illiterate, and will graduate as such, is outrageous…they need synthetic phonics, they do 
not understand the analytic creation of words and sounds. I am shocked by how many 
kids have no understanding.  
Connecting the experience of these participants with previous literature, (Curtis & Green, 
2021; Lauterbach, et al., 2002; Robinson, 2018; Roose, et al., 2019; Villa, et al., 2005; Whitley, 
2010; Woodcock & Hardy, 2017) my findings indicate there is a need for ongoing professional 
training in working with diverse learners at the secondary level, and that a focus on literary skills 
is needed within this training. I would argue that literacy focused training would be beneficial to 





There are limitations concerning the results of this study that constrain its generalizability 
beyond the experiences of the participants. The first limitation is the location of the study. This 
study took place within one medium-sized, semi-rural school district in British Columbia. The 
results may not be transferable to other more metropolitan, or rural locations, nor to jurisdictions 
outside of the lower mainland in British Columbia. A second limitation is the small sample size. 
Having only five participants may make the results difficult to apply to larger groups of teachers 
because there is less ability to account for outlying experiences. The teacher-participants’ level 
and subject area is another possible limitation. All participants were trained as secondary 
teachers in the humanities field. This may prevent the findings from being applied to teachers in 
elementary or middle school levels, as well as to specialist secondary teachers outside of the 
humanities field. A further limitation is that the subjects were all veteran teachers. Participants 
were selected based on the order in which they responded to the invitation to participate. The 
five that responded first all had 20 or more years of teaching experience. This depth of 
experience may skew the findings if applied to mid or early-career humanities teachers.  
A final limitation of this study is the confounding variable that the interviews took place 
during the worldwide Covid-19 pandemic. This variable impacted many aspects of the interview 
process. Participants were interviewed virtually over an electronic video chat program. The 
impact of being remote and not being in the same space may have influenced the participants' 
comfort level. While participants were drawing on their lived experiences from their entire 
career, it is hard to determine the level of impact the pandemic-era teaching model had on them 
and on their choices of which experiences to share. Covid-19 was also a compounding variable 




personal impacts. The degree to which the pandemic influenced the participants is not 
measurable and it will be some time into the future before people will be able to accurately say 
what the impact of the pandemic was on them. The present study represents a first attempt to 
understand the lived experiences of secondary humanities teachers when teaching students with 
diverse learning needs. I feel that further research examining teacher experiences working with 
students with diverse needs could highlight the range of knowledge in our teacher community 
and further identify where improvements in supports and training are needed. 
Implications 
Although there are limitations, additional research into secondary school teachers’ 
experiences working with diverse learners is warranted. To create truly inclusive classrooms, 
barriers and successes of inclusion need to be further investigated and mitigating strategies 
employed. While much work remains to gain a full understanding of secondary humanities 
teachers’ experiences when teaching students with diverse learning needs, I propose the 
following: 
 Barriers for diverse learners will need to continue to be addressed by the school system. 
Even for the students that are identified as having diverse needs, the amount and 
availability of supports are not keeping pace with the level and frequency of needs that 
teachers are experiencing in their classrooms. One must also consider the many students 
who have needs but are not categorized within the education system. Both the identified 
and hidden needs lead to higher occurrences of stress and burnout for teachers (Curtis & 
Green, 2021; Robinson, 2018; Sharp, et al., 2020; Watson & Bowman, 2005; Whitley, 
2010). Bob outlined that much time is needed to be a teacher prepared for today’s 




I spend a lot of time, every day, every school day and into the weekend adapting and 
improving and refining my planning…For me, the 10-month school year is a six day 
a week job with only holidays to break that up. It’s exhausting to work six days a 
week.  
To me, this indicates that teacher workload is unmanageable. Therefore, additional 
support staff and classroom teachers are required to reduce the workload of overstretched 
teaching staff.  
 The results provided new insight into the working relationship between classroom 
teachers and support staff. This working relationship allowed for more effective supports 
for students. I propose creating teacher-support staff team time so that team-building 
opportunities are built-in. This time would also allow for collaboration and knowledge 
sharing between colleagues. 
 Considering that working relationships for students and staff are key to student success, I 
propose that creating space and time for students and staff to build their relationships is 
warranted. To facilitate the creation of these inter-connections sooner, especially 
considering the pace of a secondary course, I propose the creation of a classroom 
development day at the beginning of each semester. By investing this time to 
purposefully build relationships, teachers may save time in the future by mitigating 
negative student behaviours.  
 The data provided a direction for moving forward with professional training in the 
teaching of literacy skills. I propose specified training by the district curriculum teachers. 




 Teachers who have been teaching for a long time may not have had any pre-service 
education about diverse learning needs. Therefore, another potential intervention 
implication could be to provide targeted in-service training about diverse learning needs 
to seasoned teachers. I propose holding a monthly after-school collaboration session 
where external experts could come and guest lecture on various needs the students may 
have. 
 Secondary teachers could benefit from an expansion to the district teacher mentoring 
program to include in-house school teams so that staff have a place to share and learn 
about lived experiences with others in a timely manner. I propose using guided 
conversation starters to facilitate discussions between teachers to promote comfortable, 
focused, and productive conversations. 
Future research should consider examining the lived experiences of teachers at all 
different stages of their teaching careers, including participants from each category of new-to-
career, mid-career, and veteran teachers. What differences will be experienced by teachers at 
these different stages? What factors will impact their experiences? Will the training in more 
recent pre-service programs provide more understanding of working with students with diverse 
learning needs? Will new-to-career teachers feel more prepared coming out of their pre-service 
training? What will the differences be between more theoretical knowledge of new-to-career 
teachers and the experiential knowledge of veteran teachers? What could we learn from studying 
both? Another area of future research could surround the impact that relationship-building 
among secondary school staff might have on their collaboration. Would these relationships allow 
for more shared ownership over student learning? Does the effective partnership of classroom 




learning? Another study for future researchers could be to determine the size of the impact that 
the Covid-19 pandemic has had on teacher strategies and attitudes when it comes to working 
with students with diverse learning needs. Did teachers implement additional or different 
instructional strategies that led to the success of students with diverse learning needs?  
One implication of this study for the field of educational leadership and mentorship is 
that it brings to light the need to purposefully construct opportunities to allow for colleagues to 
be more closely connected. Participants eagerly shared their stories and all mentioned that it was 
a meaningful experience for them to do so. As a school support teacher, I frequently engage in 
collaborative professional conversations with my colleagues. Therefore, I was surprised to learn 
that so many of the participants do not find opportunity to engage in these types of conversations 
regularly. The school structure presents obstacles to being able to often engage in purposeful and 
thought-provoking conversations. This study provides evidence that setting aside time and pre-
determining a topic for the conversation can lead to an educational and fulfilling experience for 
colleagues.  
Conclusion 
I entered this study with the goal of finding out what teachers had experienced during 
their careers when working with students with diverse learning needs. What I learned in this 
study will be influential in my teaching practice going forward. As a student support teacher, I 
was keenly interested in discovering answers about how to support teachers and students in the 
classroom. The results of the study gave me areas to consider where I could improve my 
practice. As a leader and mentor in my specific educational setting, I plan to develop structures 
that will allow for more frequent opportunities to meet and work collaboratively on the concerns 




plan to meet with district and school staff to collaborate on models for mentoring within the 
school building and on determining effective strategies to enhance working relationships 
between colleagues. A revelation for me came about as I considered the complex issue of time. I, 
like the participants, hypothesized that time was a key factor in the strategies and supports 
available to help students with diverse learning needs achieve success. I wondered about how to 
address this concern in today's classrooms. Certainly, strategies had been tried before, but to 
date, no long-term solution has been proposed to address the problem of time. This study helped 
to show me that time may be an element that I thought I knew, but do not fully understand. Time 
is not measured in the number of minutes in a day, but rather in the number of minutes expended 
in the pursuit of the effective use of the precious in-session time. Participants used time when 
thinking ahead of the class, for classroom and curriculum preparation, for learning, for listening, 
for teaching, for recalibrating when a new direction was required, for strategy-specific 
implementation, and for reflecting. I am left wondering if what is needed is the reformatting of 
time. I believe that guided mentoring and coaching conversations could help to facilitate how 
time might be repurposed and reallocated to allow for greater success for students with diverse 
needs. In the end, my curiosity about the experiences of secondary humanities teachers when 
working with students with diverse needs has been piqued to find more experiences to listen to 
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Interview Protocol Script Research Paper  
 
Individual Interviews – Research question:  What are the lived experiences of secondary 
humanities teachers at Lower Mainland British Columbia secondary schools when working with 
students with diverse learning needs? 
 
Introduction: I appreciate your gift of time and your insights on working with students with 
diverse learning needs. Your voice will add greatly to my research.  
 
Please note that this interview will be audio recorded. Use of the audio and camera functions of 
Microsoft Teams allows you and I to have the closest possible scenario to a face-to-face 
interview while accommodating social distancing in this time of a pandemic. Video cameras will 
remain on for the duration of the interview to allow the us to see each other during the interview. 
There will be no video recordings of the interview and Microsoft Teams audio recording will not 
be engaged.  
 
Our interview will be voice recorded on a program called Otter. The Otter program transcribes 
our conversation. This will be the raw data of our interview. Once this transcription is edited for 
any transcribed errors I will send it to you for what is called a Member Check. The Member 
Check is your opportunity to verify the conversation as your own and to provide any additions, 
deletions or corrections prior to returning the document to me. Once you have completed the 
Member Check and returned the document, the data undergoes analysis, which includes an 
anonymizing of the information. Your identifiable information is removed and pseudonyms are 
given. Once at this stage, your data can no longer be removed as it is no longer identifiable and 
will be mixed in with other data. 
 
Please note that you may withdraw your participation during the interview process as outlined in 
the signed informed consent. A reminder that once you have returned your Member Check to 
me, your data can no longer be removed from the study as it will then be anonymized. 
 
In our interview I ask that you do not refer to any student, colleague, parent or any other person 
by name. It is the aim of our interview to gather information about your personal experiences and 
to keep the anonymity of other parties.  
 
For the purposes of anonymizing this data, is there a pseudonym you would like to use? 
 -Is there a pronoun you would like me to use when referring to your anonymized data? 
 




 -Examples of descriptors can include: number of years teaching, age, subjects taught in 
the humanities field, number of schools or districts taught in, and other information you wish to 
share 
 




1. How would you describe a diverse learner?  
 
2. Describe factors that have impacted your experience when working with students with 
diverse learning needs. 
 
3. Tell me of a time when you experienced success when working with a student with 
diverse learning needs.  
 
4. Share a time where you experienced less success when working with a student with 
diverse learning needs.  
 
5. Given what you know now from your experiences, what professional development 
opportunities or teaching strategies would you recommend for teachers working with 
students with diverse learning needs for the first time?  
 
Conclusion: Thank you for agreeing to be a participant in my research. I appreciate your time. 
Please note again that you may withdraw from the research at any time up until you submit your 
Member Check to me. The recording of this interview will be transcribed within the week. I will 
contact you and ask you to complete the Member Check to review your interview and ensure its 
accuracy. Please return it to me within seven days of receiving the Member Check. Thank you 
once again for your time and efforts. 
 
 
